Why is it that every state has not mandated standards for pharmacy technicians? You would think that if a hair dresser needs a license to cut and color hair, which, by the way, grows back, pharmacy technicians would need some type of certification as they deal with human lives. After all, technicians calculate the dosages of powerful medications and, using aseptic technique, inject them into intravenous solutions. Technicians place medication into bottles, type labels, and enter patient information into computers. Should patients' already-compromised health be placed at an even greater risk by having noncertified pharmacy technicians prepare their medica tions?
There has been much recent publicity regarding medi cation errors, as well as about unregulated and unlicensed pharmacy technicians. The Associated Press article by Hendren (see page 112) discusses instances in which pharmacy technicians dispensed drugs and advice with little oversight from pharmacists. The article first de scribes a medication error that occurred after a pharmacy technician prepared the wrong dosage and then provid ed counseling, which resulted in the injury of a five-yearold child. A nationally certified pharmacy technician would have referred that child's mother, as well as all other patients requesting advice, to a pharmacist.
Of course, the more medications handled by health care professionals, the higher the risk for errors. There fore, why isn't the pharmacy profession doing everything possible to ensure that all technicians have a standard There has been much recent publicity regarding medication errors, as well as unregulated and unlicensed pharmacy technicians.
level of knowledge? Also, with the national shortage of pharmacists, why not raise the performance standards for technicians so they are able to work more autono mously? The pharmacy profession should serve the pub lic best by doing everything within its power to ensure safety.
Texas is addressing these issues by mandating certifi cation. Why haven't other states followed Texas? Florida, for example, is the largest healthcare state in the nation, with a very large geriatric population. Some pharmacy professionals have cited factors such as long hours and a shortage of pharmacists as causes of medication errors. However, the use of untrained pharmacy technicians is not listed as one of these factors. Certified pharmacy technicians are valuable members of the pharmacy team. Not only are these technicians trained to help detect po tential mistakes, but they also assist pharmacists in all ar eas of practice. A well-trained pharmacy technician knows that aspirin and warfarin interact, and that such a medi cation order should be brought to the pharmacist's atten tion. I recognized many potential mistakes during my ca reer as a pharmacy technician. The pharmacists I worked with appreciated me bringing this information to their at tention. A certified technician is like providing pharma cists with an extra set of eyes. More than 55,000 certified pharmacy technicians have taken the PTCB examination. That number is astonishing considering that all those technicians chose to voluntarily meet the national stan dards.
If a pharmacy were to have all its technicians certified, would it be possible to save on liability insurance? If so, the cost-effectiveness of certification may encourage the profession to pursue it as a requirement for practice. Cer tification would not eliminate all medication errors, but it would help reduce the number of errors, which would certainly help save lives.
Some pharmacy professionals have stated that pa tients should take more responsibility for detecting po tential mistakes made with their own medications. My husband recently had a prescription refilled. As he got ready to take a dose, he noticed the tablet was a different color than the one he usually received, but he knows the pharmacy frequently changes manufacturers. I called the pharmacy and found that he had received the wrong medication. We were very lucky that this mistake was caught. Had it been a new prescription, or filled with the usual generic tablet, we would have had an entirely dif ferent outcome. None of the pharmacy technicians work ing in this very busy pharmacy was certified. The more prescriptions that are being filled in these pharmacies, which are becoming even busier, the more chances that errors will not be detected by the pharmacist. I believe that patients should be as educated as possible about their medications, but even the most knowledgeable pa tients could be exposed to medication errors. Many pa tients, including healthcare professionals, have experi enced medication errors, or know someone who has experienced one. I do not think that expecting patients to take more responsibility for medication errors is the an swer.
I agree with Senator Jane Nelson, R-Texas, who said during a television interview that every patient should feel confident in knowing that every medication they have filled at the pharmacy is exactly what their physi cian prescribed, and I applaud Senator Nelson for sup porting mandated certification. I hope she will help other lawmakers recognize certification as an issue of public safety and call for mandated certification in every state.
